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FOLK-DANCES OF TAMIL NADU 


Folk-dances are the best means of pleasure for the villagers. They 
are mostly conducted during festive occasions and social functions. With 
great celebrity these dances are performed, when thousands of folks flock 
around with great eagerness to witness the show. The folk-dances have 
both entertainment and educational values besides giving physical exercise. 
The aesthetic value in them is evident in its great appeal to the people. Even 
today the folk-dances have been very much appreciated by the villagers. 
Though refinement is a little wanting, their artistic eminence cannot be 
ignored. Without real talents folk-dances could not be performed. 


There are many kinds of folk-dances in Tamil Nadu like Kavadi Attam, 
Karaka Attam (Pot dance), Poikkal Kutirai Attam (Dummy Horse), Mayil 
Attam (Dummy Peacock), Kaniyan Attam, Kol Attam and so on. Every 
One of these dances has had a unique way of giving pleasure to the folks. 
The individual traits in each of them require special mention and all of them 
are played differently by different groups of artistes. It would be better to 
deal with them separately in order to have a clear understanding of each of 


the dances. 


KAVADI ATTAM 


Kavadi Attam is very famous among the folks of Tamil Nadu. This 
dance has got a greater religious value then any other kind. Nearly all the 
folk-dances owe to the religions for their growth. But for the tender nursing 
of the religions many of the dances could not have survived. In the opinion 
of S.M.L. Lakshmanan Chettiar, religion is the very web of life for the 
folks. From birth to death, in fact, during the entire course of life, people 
are wedded to rituals, performance of which gives them solace. The obser- 
vance of rituals is due to fear of gods and a belief that prosperity is assured 


Only by strict adherence to custom. 
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Most of the ritual dances start from particular causes and develop 
into some form of presentation. They may remain religious or tend to be 
secularised in due course. It would be interesting and thought-provoking 
to -have-this-idea-in-mind when we study’ Kavadi Attam. ; 


FORM OF KAVADI 


Kavadi is made up of a stout short stick witha semi-circular wooden 
structure bending upwards and j joining the two ends of the stick. It is decorat- 
ed attractively with wreaths of flowers, sheets of coloured cloths and strings 
of beads. Coconuts and other materials are seen hung on both sides to 
maintain equilibriums. A lance is tied upwards intact with the central shaft. 


PERFORMANCE 


‘Kavadi Attam is performed by a single man. Sometimes a group of 
men join together and carry Kavadies to the temple. Ordinarily Kavadi 
is taken on the shoulders by the devotees of Lord Murugan as a ceremonial 
offering. These devotees are considered consecrated personalities. Really 
they are doing penance and so the folks pay humble respect to them. 


There are different kinds of Kavadi suchas Milk Kavadi, Rosewater 
Kavadi, Cock Kavadi, Fish Kavadi, Serpant Kavadi, Lance Kavadi and 
so on. The sacrifices, offerings and practices differ in each of these kinds. 
Sometimes the dancer pierces small lances or inserts a copper or brass ring 
in the tongue and cheeks as part of his strict penance. Moreover such 
practices are also done with a view to maintain silence. In the hope of gett-.- 
ing rid of all evil thoughts and egoistic fantasies, the devotees subject 
themselves to rigorous austerities. 


MYTH BEHIND 


Kavadi Attam is very famous as one of the ritual offerings to Lord 
Murugan. As to the religious connotation embodied, the carrying of Kavadi 
by pilgrims up above the mountains, is the symbolic representation of 
Idumban carrying the hillocks (the abodes of the Lord) slung on a pole. 
This mythical story may bear with a hope to get at something real and 
scientific. 


PRACTICES NOW 


~ Most of the temples of Lord Murugan are found on hill-tops and so 
the Kavadi dancer has to carry it all the way up-while dancing. A group of 
pilgrims accompany ‘him singing the praises of the Lord. The hypnotic . 
music provided by the blowing pipes and the beating drums gives vigoUr 
and tremor to the dancer. Among the spectators a feeling of exultation 
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and to keep in step with the rhythm and dance have been created. Mostly 
the songs are in the metre called Kayadicintu. Such a metre is Very easy to 
sing and sweet to hear. . 


Often times the dancer is seen displaying the Kavadi in the see-saw 
position. The great artistry with various poses and a series of movements 
in keeping with the rhythm would impressively tell upon the onlookers. 
Certain feats resorted to by the dancer by holding the Kavadi on his back 
without any touch of the hand would attract the people very much. Such 
marvellous actions and poses lead the folks to think of a super power in 
the dancer. Since the Kavadi dance is connected with the practices of parti- 
cular religion, people pay more attention to its religious conception than 
to its artistic qualities. What is exuberant in the art is taken as a marvel of 
the religious faith. 


At certain occasions Kavadi Attam is being conducted as an item of 
entertainment without any religious rite behind it. This kind of dance is 
performed by talented commercial artistes only. By regular training and 
constant practice the artistes make themselves proficient in the art. They 
are competent to do certain wonderful feats by balancing the Kavyadi in 
different parts of their body. At times they allow the Kavadi to roll round 
their body without touching it. Some of the tactful actions appear to be 
magical to the people. People are impressed and they appreciate the dance 
With loud applause. Even though such performances are conducted at the 
time of temple festivals, they have nothing to do with religion. 


DEVELOPMENT OF KAVADI ATTAM 


Pilgrims who wish to worship Lord Murugan have to go on hill tops 
with all materials for sacrifices and other purposes. It is not easy to carry 
things uphill. As a means of easy bearing they might have used a short stick 
and tied the offerings at one end and the other things at the other. By placing 
the loaded stick on their shoulder they could climb up easily by waving 
their hands freely. In order to avoid tedium and fatigue they might have 
sung sweet songs all the way to the temple. Since they are going to worship, 
the songs are naturally in praise of the Lord. The tunes of the song make 
them dance as if in a trance. People begin to appreciate the dance which in 
due course has been developed into a very fine folk-art. 


Since the dance is connected with religious austerities, the artists 
might have felt his free will curtailed. In his desire to exhibit his talents 
more freely, he might have shaken off the bonds of religion and become 
an independent professional artiste. Consequently, ritual and professional 
dances of Kavadi Attam develop in the same form but with different aims 


and functions. 
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The folks of yore enjoyed life true to their own nature and that of the 
environment. They availed themselves of their physical potentialities to 
fullest extent. When religion took root in their way of life they related every- 
thing with it and gave various interpretations in full faith. In their onward 
march, free-thinking and self-confidence gave strength and induced them to 
show off their extra-ordinary talents. 


